RETROSPECT 


DIRECTOR JOE DANTE AND STAR DEE WALLACE 
GIVE FAMOUS MONSTERS EXCLUSIVE INSIGHT INTO 
THE MAKING OF THE CLASSIC HORROR FILM 

THE HOWLING ON ITS 35TH ANNIVERSARY. 


hree major-studio werewolf movies 
were released in 1981, each quite 
different from the others. AN 
AMERICAN WEREWOLF IN LONDON 
added humor to its horror. WOLFEN was 
a procedural disguised as horror. And THE 
HOWLING embraced the psychological 
before going straight forthe jugular. 

A huge box-office success. the Joe Dante— 
helmed HOWLING finds TV reporter 
Karen White (Dee Wallace) coming in close 
contact with a serial killer. Sent to recuperate 
ata secluded retreat called The Colony. she 
soon finds that the residents are not what 
they appear to be. 


Dante had made the witty JAWS knock- 
off PIRANHA with B-movie maestro 
Roger Corman, and while it made money, 
it hadn't gotten the attention it might have 
due to a newspaper strike: thus no reviews, 
However, the film’s success did get him 
enough attention that he was hired to take 
on THE HOWLING. The initial script was. 
according to Dante, a “pretty bald rewrite 
of the book. ... It was a pulpy book that 
would have been a pulpy movie.” So he 
brought on screenwriter John Sayles — who 
had made a big critical splash with his BIG 
CHILL precursor THE RETURN OF THE 
SECAUCUS SEVEN and would go on to 
garner two Oscar nominations (for LONE 
STAR and PASSION FISH) — to doa 
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rewrite. Sayles helped turn the screenplay 
into more of a psychological thriller, giving 
ita sense of self-awareness. Dante recalls, 
“John had been called in on PIRANHA, 
which was also a rewrite, and turned it into 
something terrific. So we said, “Well. let’s 
get John.” ... And John came in and classed 
it up and it really became a hip movie.” 


When the HOWLING script was finally 
in working shape, there were still some 
challenges with both casting and the makeup 
effects work. Dante, having seen the pre-E.T. 
THE EXTRA-TERRESTRIAL Wallace in 


the hit comedy 10, Wes Craven’s classic 
THE HILLS HAVE EYES, and some TV 


work, asked for her to come in and audition. 


She recalls, “At that point in your career. 
you're looking for a good project that’s 
going to allow you to show your talent in 
a bigger way. and this certainly was ... 
the really strong woman that held the glue 
together, which seems to be kind of what I 
play throughout my career, So of course I 
wanted to do it. It was a big break for me.” 
Once she landed the gig, she got a call 
from Dan Blatt, one of the exec producers, 
telling her they were having problems 
casting the role of her husband. She 
recollects, “I said, “Well. what are you 
looking for?’ ... And he said, “Well, you 
know. somebody who's vulnerable but 
has this really rough kind of strong energy 
about him.” In one second, I went, “Oh, 
you know, there’s this guy I worked with. 
Christopher Smith. Or Stone. It started 
with an S.° And they went and they found 
him and called him in and he auditioned 
and Chris got it on his own. And then 
they found out that we lived together. Dan 
called and I answered the phone, and he 


said. “Dee?” And I said, “Yeah?” And he 
said, “Oh, I’m sorry. I must have called 
the wrong number. You know that guy 
you recommended? Well. we ended up 
hiring him and I was going to call and talk 
to him.” And I said, “No, you got the right 
number, Dan!’ There’s this long pause and 
he goes, “Oh, s#!t.` ... The first thing I said 
to Dan after the “Oh. s#!t was. “Look. you 


ABOVE: Karen White (Dee Wallace) 
transforms into a werewolf. 

LEFT: The sultry Elisabeth Brooks is 
ready for a bite. LEFT BELOW: Joe 
Dante works the clapper for his barn 
burner. 


only have to get one trailer instead of two, 
right?” 

Her spirited laughter at the recollection 
is infectious. She went on to marry 
Christopher Stone and costar with him in 
another horror film with him, 1983°s CUJO. 
Sadly, he died of a heart attack in 1995 at the 
too-young age of 53. 


When the cast had been solidified, Dante 
faced another challenge. He says. “We 
went to [makeup effects artist Rick Baker] 
first because we knew that Rick liked 
werewolf movies and he'd always wanted 
to make one.” Baker was just making a 
name for himself with gigs like THE FURY. 
ALTERED STATES. IT LIVES AGAIN, 
and STAR WARS (and would go on to win 
a record seven Oscars for makeup effects). 

Sounds like a match made in horror 
heaven, but across town director John 
Landis had been plotting his own werewolf 
movie with Baker for over a decade. He'd 
been unable to raise the money until his 
one-two punch of ANIMAL HOUSE and 
THE BLUES BROTHERS made him 
a hot property. So both werewolf films 
were suddenly about to go into production 
simultaneously. meaning Baker had to honor 


his commitment to Landis ... and pull out of 
THE HOWLING. Dante says of Baker, “He 
did do some remarkable video tests for us 
that were really creepy. ... Anyway, he left 
Rob Bottin in charge and Rob did. I think. 

a great job. And that was really his first big 
break, because Ridley Scott saw the movie 
and liked Rob’s work and he went on to 

do LEGEND.” Not to mention other genre 
classics such as THE THING, ROBOCOP. 
SEVEN. and TOTAL RECALL, for which 
he received a Special Achievement Award 
from the Oscars. 


Working on a reported budget of about 
$1 million meant Dante had to mine the 
lessons he'd learned working with Corman. 
a prolific producer and 
director whose proteges 
include such giants in 
the industry as Martin 
Scorsese. Francis Ford 
Coppola, and James 
Cameron. Known for 
his low-budget but 
oftentimes-lucrative 
productions (including 
classics like the original 
LITTLE SHOP OF 
HORRORS, HOUSE 
OF USHER, and THE 
MASQUE OF THE 
RED DEATH), Corman 
knew how to make 
things work when the money wasn’t there to 
make them work. 

When the generator went out just before 
the big barn scene at the end of THE 
HOWLING. disaster was avoided because 
Dante remembered something Corman had 
taught him. “There’s an old bromide when 


you work for Roger that he would 
tell you, “You know, in my day 
we would shoot a scene with car 
headlights! We didn’t need lights!” 
And. sure enough. we actually 
did shoot by car headlights at that 
moment, ... I remember I was 
standing next to John Carradine and 
I said. “You know, John, this isn't 
going to be the best picture you've 
ever been in.” And he said, “Well, 
son, it won't be the worst one either.” 
The Colony is a sexualized place. 
and Karen’s husband (Stone) is 
seduced by the sultry Marsha Quist 
(Elisabeth Brooks) in a torrid scene 
by a roaring fire pit. The real-life 
tension in the days leading up to the 
scene was palpable since Stone was 


Wallace’s real-life boyfriend. She recalls, “I 
remember Joe came up to me the day before 
the scene and he said, “Well. you know. 

Dee. the crew really loves you and they 
know your relationship with Chris and, quite 
frankly, they`re all kind of worried about this 


A young protege of Rick Baker, 


special makeup effects creator Rob 


Bottin spooked audiences with 
his Eddie Quist (Robert Picardo) 


transformation and towering, full- 


sized werewolves. 
scene tomorrow and wondering if you're 


going to be there.” I said, “Hell, no, I'm not 


going to be there!” And he looked at me 


and went, “Oh, thank God!” She laughs as 


she finishes up. “So I went in to town and 
got a little bombed!” 


When THE HOWLING hit theaters in 
April 1981. it was embraced by both critics 
and fans, grossing a healthy $18 million, 


plug when he turns around. 


which was 18 times its conservative budget. 
Dante recalls seeing it in two Loews theaters 
on Broadway in New York City: “When 

the werewolf grabs the file from Belinda 
[Balaski, who played Karen’s friend Terri], 
there were shrieks. And so I immediately ran 
upstairs [to the other theater] to see if there 
were shrieks, and there were shrieks! And it 
was like."Good! It's working!” 

With the advent of CGI, many films prior 
to the carly “90s can appear dated to modern 
sensibilities. But looking back. Wallace thinks 
THE HOWLING is particularly effective 
because of its practical effects, not despite 
them. And she offers that the reason it really 
holds up is because of the characters and 
story. She says, “I really, really appreciate 
the fact that we were given so much time to 
create the relationships because I don’t think 
the last half of the film would have been 
nearly as powerful for people if they hadn't 


THE HOWLING is full of cameos, including 
jour very own Forry Ackerman opposite Dick 
Miller, Note the not-so-subtle FM magazine 


cared ... about the relationship between Chris 
and I, the relationship of myself with myself, 
trying to get back, trying to get whole. I 
mean, who hasn't experienced that’? We've all 
experienced that. We've all needed support 
from the world to heal from losses and fear 
and all that stuff. There are so many themes 
in THE HOWLING that are identifiable to 
the public and the viewer. And I think that’s 
why it holds up.” 

Considering its success, sequels were a 
given. Many sequels, While they proved the 
law of diminishing returns (and that nothing 
is too silly once the floodgates to camp have 
been opened wide). they don’t taint the 
original’s legacy, though they likely would 
have fared better had the producers kept 
Dante involved. He says, “I was a director 
for hire. The guy who wrote the book. I 
think had the rights for the sequel. And 
they made the sequel that they made, which 


Christopher Lee apologized to me for. And 
then they made more sequels. The one with 
the kangaroos was at least imaginative.” 

Wallace, on the other hand, was 
approached for the first sequel. Having 
taken a stand against gratuitous nudity 
in the barn scene near the end of the 
original — knowing it would make the 
production a lesser film — she says, “If 
you watch the rest of the HOWLINGs, you 
can see my point. You 
know, they called me 
for HOWLING II. ... I 
went, ‘I don’t do porno 
yet. Thank you.” 

Of the many follow- 
up films he directed, 
Dante's GREMLINS 
and its sequel proved to 
be the biggest, and he 
now balances features 
with episodic television. 
He’s hoping to make a horror picture about 
the labyrinth beneath the Buda Castle 
in Budapest this year. Wallace went on 
to become one of the hardest-working 
character actors in Hollywood, appearing 
in over 200 roles, including, of course, 
her parts in seminal genre films like E.T., 
CUJO, and THE FRIGHTENERS, She just 
finished an Australian thriller called RED 
CHRISTMAS in which she plays a mother 
defending her family from an intruder. 

She’s also written five books on spiritual 
healing and created a teddy bear named 
BuppaLaPaloo (available at BuppaBear. 
com), designed to teach children self-esteem 
and positivity. She says, “I've just got my 
hands into a lot —all the things that make 
me happy. So I'm a lucky person.” 


You can interact with Joe Dante on Twitter 
@joe_dante and Dee Wallace @Dee Wallace 


